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The presidential campaign in Venezuela begins officially Aug. 8 with candidate Hugo Chavez Frias
the front runner. The former army lieutenant colonel who tried to topple the government of then
president Carlos Andres Perez on Feb. 4, 1994, enjoys a wide margin of support against former Miss
Universe Irene Saez and ten other presidential hopefuls. Chavez's candidacy is supported by several
groups including his Movimiento V Republica (MVR) and the Patria para Todos (PPT).
In June, he won the endorsement of the center- left Movimiento al Socialismo (MAS), despite the
opposition of party founders. Teodoro Petkoff, minister of planning and a MAS founder, warned
that Chavez's populist policies would push Venezuela "back into the past." MAS, the third most
important political force in Venezuela, holds four Cabinet posts and has been a strong ally of
President Rafael Caldera (1974-1979 and 1993-present).

Populist demagogue or national savior?
Chavez formally announced his candidacy July 24 and launched his campaign before a cheering
crowd on Aug. 3, defiantly defending his attempted coup. "Go ahead, call me a coup leader,"
Chavez told the crowd, which roared its support. For many, Chavez's attempt to overthrow the
unpopular government of Perez shows that he will fight corruption and that he will back up words
with action. But a possible Chavez victory on Dec. 6 has set off alarms among those who see him as a
demagogue and dictator in the making.
Chavez advocates dissolving Congress and convoking a constituent assembly to "refound" the
country. He also favors a moratorium on foreign-debt payments for two years because of the
huge slump in oil prices that has plunged Venezuela into its second recession in three years. That,
however, has panicked the business community and brought cautious warnings from financial
analysts in the US. His promises of more regulation and controls are also causing rumors of capital
flight and turned-off investors.
Any debt moratorium "would be irresponsible," said Orlando Ochoa, an economic adviser to thirdplace candidate Irene Saez. "It would close financial markets and bring legal problems. Foreign
markets don't doubt Venezuela's capacity to pay its debt, but rather its willingness." In the US,
analyst for SG Cowen Securities Ronald Ratcliffe said a moratorium would send a bad signal
to financial markets and could complicate Venezuela's relationships with multilateral lending
institutions. Pablo Goldberg, an AMB-AMRO bank officer, said that, although Chavez's proposal
could bring him electoral benefits in the short term, it could also bring major problems for the
country in the long term.
The US financial community is not alone in its concern about Chavez. Because of the attempted
coup, the US State Department has barred Chavez from entering the country. That could be seen
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by Venezuelan voters as an "imperialist" stance and enhance rather than hurt his image. "I don't
think he's a monster," said Jorge Redmond, president of the Venezuelan-American Chamber of
Commerce. "But I don't think he has an inkling how to run a country." While Chavez has been
called a populist demagogue, he is also a hero to millions of Venezuelans fed up with corruption
and bad government. His commanding lead in the polls has forced the entire country to take
seriously his chances of becoming Venezuela's next president. "I think Chavez may get more votes
than anybody in the history of the democracy," said political consultant and Chavez critic Michael
Rowan, although he cautions that elections are still a long way off.

Former Miss Universe slips to third place
Until four months ago, Irene Saez held a comfortable lead in the polls. She had received the
endorsement of Causa Radical (Causa R) in January and COPEI (Comite de Organizacion Politica
Electoral Independiente) in May. When Saez accepted COPEI's endorsement, the polls showed her
with 33.4% support compared with 19.6% for Chavez.
Although some Causa R leaders accused Saez of selling out to powerful interests, they temporarily
came around when Saez assured them that she would "never" trade the interests of Venezuelans for
a political party. But shortly after COPEI came on board, her support began to slip, in part because
she was slow to develop a platform that went beyond vague platitudes. It dropped further when she
agreed to a plan to join her coalition with the other traditional party, Accion Democratica (AD), for
legislative elections in Caracas in November.
Saez's decision to cooperate with AD so angered Causa R that it withdrew its backing on Aug. 1.
"In my opinion, Irene is a victim of both AD and COPEI, and therefore the reason that Causa R
supported her her message for change has practically disappeared." said Causa R leader Andres
Velasquez. "We reluctantly accepted the alliance with COPEI because we still believed in her, but
we cannot tolerate the agreement with AD, which is the principal cause of the crisis in this country."
The AD and COPEI have governed for 36 of the 40 years of Venezuelan democracy.
Last May, Congress approved a controversial bill that separated the presidential elections from
those for governors, legislators and local mayors. The November elections are seen as a type of first
round and could determine whether opponents of Chavez will unite behind a single candidate.
Chavez opponents talk of uniting A third candidate, businessman and former governor Henrique
Salas Romer, is now in second place in the polls, ahead of Saez. He has said he would consider
dissolving Congress along the lines of Peruvian President Alberto Fujimori's "self-coup" if he were
to win without the necessary legislative majority to enact changes he considered necessary for the
country.
Many analysts believe Chavez's political opponents will form a united front and endorse a single
candidate, possibly after the November balloting, and Salas is the most likely choice for a unity
candidate at the moment. Chavez welcomes the idea of a single rival. "I hope they do it so that the
country can really see that all the other candidates are the same and represent continuity," he said.
In a poll by the private firm Datanalisis published July 31, 45% of respondents said they would
vote for Chavez, 21% preferred Salas, and Saez had the support of 15%. But Chavez, 44, is also the
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candidate that attracts the strongest negative feelings. His 26% rejection rating compares with just
2% who said they would never vote for Salas.
Discontent among Venezuelans is widespread, with most having seen little benefit from four
decades of "democracy." "What we have today isn't democracy," said Chavez to The Associated
Press. "It's a tyranny." Even Chavez's critics agree with much of his stinging diagnosis of
Venezuela's ills. Venezuela has the world's largest oil reserves outside the Middle East, yet the latest
government figures put 70.9% of the population below the poverty line. Prices for Venezuelan oil
dropped to a 12-year low in June, adding to the economic havoc and worsening an already serious
social situation.
The low oil prices have forced the government to slash US$1.6 billion from this year's budget since
oil accounts for three-fourths of the country's exports. Payments on Venezuela's foreign debt of US
$29 billion eat up 40% of the budget. The massive poverty, lack of basic services, need for political
reforms, and increasing violence during the Caldera administration have led potential voters to
listen to the "anti-system" candidate Chavez. And most analysts see support for both Chavez
and Salas as a response to the government's neglect of social problems. [Sources: Spanish news
service EFE, 06/08/98, 06/13/98, 06/15/98; Inter Press Service, 07/07/98; Reuters, 07/31/98, 08/02/98;
Associated Press, 05/22/98, 06/12/98, 07/11/98, 08/03/98; El Nuevo Herald (Miami), 05/27/98, 06/14/98,
08/02/98, 08/03/98; Notimex, 07/22/98, 08/04/98, 08/05/98]
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